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Abstract
In this paper, we have attempted to conduct a global analysis of the phenomenon of domestic violence against women in Spain in
the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Although the Council of Trent declared the sacramental union between a man 
and woman to be indissoluble, the truth was that on many occasions the marital project ended in failure. Annulment of marriage
was an infrequently employed measure and the alternative of partial divorce was preferred, since this granted temporary separation 
whilst maintaining the marriage bond. Nevertheless, the Church dragged its heels even in granting partial divorces, preferring
instead to exert pressure on the couple to resume their life together. Those worst affected by these restrictions were women, since 
they were helpless against the violent behaviour of their husbands.
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1. Marriage as sacrament
Although significant steps had been taken towards this end since at least the thirteenth century, it was not until the 
Council of Trent that the Church categorically declared marriage to be a sacrament†. The Council Fathers perceived 
a need to clearly delineate and sanctify the framework within which a man and a woman could have sexual intercourse 
together. From this perspective, matrimony was presented as a lesser evil, as the necessary remedy for concupiscence 
and as a means of delimiting sexual desire (Goody, 1983; Gaudemet, 1993; Wiesner-Hanks, 2001; Bolufer & Morant, 
1998; Candau, 2009). The Roman ritual used in the archdiocese of Zaragoza in the early eighteenth century included 
a sermon in the vernacular composed by the famous Franciscan writer, Father Antonio Arbiol, which parish priests 
were required to read to the bride and groom. Following the writings of St. Paul, it stated categorically that "marriage 
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was given to men so that they would shun fornication, the husband having his wife and the wife her husband" (Arbiol, 
1746). 
Given that man was born from original sin and marriage was proposed as a means of salvation for the incontinent, 
it is understandable that from the perspective of Catholic thinkers and moralists, whilst not being bad in itself, the state 
of matrimony was inferior to that of the consecrated celibate. By renouncing civilian life in order to serve God, 
members of religious orders attained a higher state of perfection in life. Both as regards its inferior status and its 
sanctification, marriage according to the Catholic Church manifested significant differences with respect to that of the 
Protestant churches.
Sexuality, although tolerated within marriage, was supposed to focus solely on the generation of descendants to the 
exclusion of pleasure, which was considered sinful. The influential Jesuit, Gaspar Astete, directed harsh criticism at 
men who married merely to satiate their sexual appetites or because they were spellbound by the beauty of a woman. 
Similarly, he claimed that it was a grave sin for wives to use potions or other ruses in an attempt to avoid having 
children (Astete, 1603). For his part, Juan Machado de Chaves, in his manual for confessors, stressed the obligation 
of married couples to fulfil their conjugal duties and said that failure to do so was a mortal sin. However, he qualified 
his position by adding that no such obligation existed where the demand of one of the spouses was not aimed at 
engendering offspring (Machado, 1641). The Roman ritual upheld this stance, exhorting married couples "not to defile 
the holy sacrament, converting this concession to weakness into mere delight" (Rituale Romanum, 1795). In short, it 
was possible to sin both by omission or commission.
Whilst notable differences existed between the Catholic and Protestant churches as regards the concept of marriage, 
in contrast there was greater agreement between them with regard to the central role that men should play in wedlock. 
In both the north and south of Europe, a gradual strengthening of patriarchy is apparent over the centuries of the Early 
Modern Period (Stone, 1977). This process was steadily consolidated through the increased importance given to the 
conjugal family and by the theoretical and practical support dispensed by the modern state and the different faiths. In 
the mid-sixteenth century, the Dominican friar, Vicente Mejia, highlighted the fact that once married, women lost their 
personal freedom forever, falling under the rule of their husbands:
"Although initially free, every woman who marries enters into a state of perpetual subjection to her husband for the 
rest of her life by virtue of the marriage itself. None can escape from this subjection during marriage, since it is the 
natural law, authorised by divine order from the beginning of the world" (Mejía, 1566).
All the moralists and jurists of the time who addressed this issue argued that such submission was in accordance 
with Holy Scripture. It should not be forgotten that God created man first, and that woman was made from man; thus, 
according to general opinion, this subordinate role was clearly established by the Creator from the beginning of time. 
Moreover, the book of Genesis recounts how God condemned Eve "in just punishment for her grave sin" to be ruled 
over by her husband, living forever under his dominion (Genesis 3:16). Besides the stories from the Old Testament, 
the letters of St. Paul comprised another source commonly employed by these authors, especially the first to the 
Corinthians in which he enjoined married women to remain silent in church because they were subject to their 
husbands, the man being the head of the woman as Christ was the head of the Church (1 Corinthians 11:3 and 14:34). 
The previously mentioned sermon read to married couples during the marriage ceremony itself, stated:
"As a wife, you must submit to your husband in everything. You will spurn excessive and superfluous adornment 
of the body, compared with the beauty of virtue. You will exercise great diligence in the care of the homestead. You 
will not depart from the house except in the case of need, and then only with your husband's permission. You must be 
as a fenced orchard and a sealed spring by the virtue of chastity" (Arbiol, 1746).
However, whilst the man's role as "the lord and prince of his wife" - a term widely used - was incontestable, his 
rule was to be benevolent, always employing his wits and discretion in his dealings with her. Such conduct was the 
husband's obligation, embodied in the trust that he was expected to place in her for certain matters. Besides being a 
sacrament, for father Astete marriage was a natural contract between two people who joined together to live in 
companionship and fellowship until the end of their days: a contract that was given tangible form in the bride price 
and the dowry. Whilst it was true that it was the man who was expected to rule and who was therefore primarily 
responsible for the family's sustenance, the woman was expected to become an indispensable mainstay for her husband 
as regards the arduous task of preserving any property acquired. Furthermore, given that the main purpose of marriage 
was procreation, women also played a key role as a guarantor of offspring (Astete, 1603).
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Antonio Arbiol encouraged married women who wanted to achieve perfection to take the Virgin Mary, the 
prototype of a strong woman, as their example. In the "Mystical City of God", María de Ágreda recounted that after 
marrying, Mary and Joseph had a "holy struggle" about which of the two should render obedience to the other as 
superior. In a demonstration of her humility, María de Ágreda considered that it would pervert the natural order if she 
did not obey her chaste spouse in everything, and only requested permission to give alms to the poor, which the saint 
granted (Agreda, 1696). Arbiol believed that the main virtues adorning a strong woman were total trust in her husband, 
i.e., absence of jealousy, her diligence in caring for the home and family, and lastly, her discretion. As regards the 
second of these virtues, the writer condemned idleness as the cause of "vices that cannot without shame be referred 
to". In this respect, Arbiol claimed that the Virgin had never been idle, "working flax and wool for her husband, her 
son and many poor people" (Arbiol, 1746).
Consequently, the rule of the husband, as with that of any monarch, should not to be despotic or cruel, but rather 
the man should constantly pursue harmony with his wife. In accordance with the words of St. Paul, it was his duty to 
love and comfort her in everything possible, and to allow her a certain degree of independence. In the marriage sermon 
itself, the priest addressed the groom and besides enjoining him to take pity on his wife "as the weaker vessel", stressed 
that her submission had certain limits: "I give you a companion and not a servant".
Nonetheless, as a good ruler the husband had to take care not to lose control of his wife, due to the harmful effects 
this could generate. The first of these could be to the honour of the husband himself, which might be called into 
question by his neighbours if were to become obvious that it was not he who ruled. Father Arbiol made this very clear 
when he wrote:
"A prudent woman should never rule her husband and much less imply that she rules him and that she does as she 
pleases at home; for this would bring great shame and dishonour on an honourable man, if it be said that he is ruled 
by his wife" (Arbiol, 1746).
Secondly, it could affect the couple's relationship, especially with regard to jealousy; allowing women greater 
freedom than necessary could lead to more or less founded suspicions of relationships with other men (Barón, 1732).
2. Dissolution of marriage
Due to this view of marriage as a sacred union between a man and woman, the Church exercised a jurisdictional 
monopoly over matrimonial matters related to the emotional bond; however, economic aspects deriving from the status 
of marriage as a contract, or even criminal issues, remained in the hands of civil justice (De la Pascua, 2000). In this 
regard, the Council of Trent clearly stated that by the power granted by Christ, the Church had the authority to allow 
or prevent the celebration of marriages, and to suspend them in exceptional cases (Goody, 1983; Barbazza, 1988; 
Brandenberger, 1996; Morant, 2002). Lawsuits related to the sacrament of marriage represented a high percentage of 
the cases presented in the Spanish ecclesiastical courts during the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
However, most proceedings concerned breach of promise of marriage or sexual abuse, aspects often closely linked 
together, rather than divorce. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, petitions for divorce only accounted for 13.5% 
of all cases in the court of Pamplona, and 11% in the military court of the kingdom of Galicia at the end of the Ancien
Régime (Campo Guinea, 1998; Martín García, 2008). This reduced volume was directly related to the exceptional 
nature of divorce. It should not be forgotten that the Church only accepted divorce as a lesser evil in extremely serious 
cases. For the same reason, cases of annulment of marriage were also very exceptional and were related to the 
husband's impotence or "the wife's extreme reticence", which prevented consummation, the young age of the spouses, 
clandestine marriages or enforced marriages following abduction, consanguinity, the solemn vow of one of the 
spouses, bigamy, or the murder of the previous spouse in order to be able to remarry (Gómez Bayo, 1752).
Given these obvious restrictions, what was termed in canon law "divorce a mensa et thoro" was more frequent, in 
which the ecclesiastical courts could grant temporary separation at the request of one party, whilst maintaining the 
marital union (Darmon, 1986; Morgado, 1995). As established by the 24th session of the Council of Trent, a ratified 
and consummated marriage constituted an indissoluble bond even in cases of adultery, although it could be dissolved 
as far as cohabitation was concerned in cases of extreme gravity. However, as Father Arbiol noted, even in cases such 
as these the Church would enjoin the husband and wife to resolve their differences and avoid a separation:
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"The holy sacrament of marriage was instituted in order for the spouses to live together; not for them to live apart 
and separated. And although they may separate without committing a sin when there is a serious, legitimate and true 
cause, nevertheless it is a fear worthy of consideration that it be the Devil or the inordinate passion of the petitioner 
that fools the same into asking for a separation against the will of the other spouse" (Arbiol, 1746).
In fact, from a judicial standpoint, the sentence of divorce never acquired the status of res judicata, and the role of 
the ecclesiastical court was to exhort the spouses to reconcile their differences and, if this were not possible, to employ 
all possible means to avoid the danger of incontinence. Of course, women were more closely guarded against this risk 
than men. However, if at any time the couple decided to resume their marital life, the judgement became void. But it 
was not only the Church which defended the need to avoid divorce except in a very few exceptional cases; 
distinguished jurists also railed against what they saw as a general abuse of this practice, bluntly accusing women of 
being the main authors of the phenomenon. For example, a lawyer in the Council of Castile, Francisco Antonio 
Elizondo, claimed that through their "false tears" and other feminine wiles, women sought to enjoy a life of greater 
freedom, separate from their husbands (Elizondo, 1789).
The sanctification of marriage entailed a major effort on the part of the post-Tridentine Church to bring an end to 
clandestine marriages, and something similar occurred with divorce. In this case, the Church had to tackle the so-called 
voluntary divorce. This practice, which appears to have been quite common throughout the High Middle Ages, 
continued to play an important role in later centuries. The voluntary divorce had obvious advantages, both from an 
economic point of view, since it avoided the expense of legal proceedings, and from a practical one, given the 
reluctance of the ecclesiastical authorities to authorise separations. It could also represent a good solution to avoid a 
public scandal that could affect the reputation of the two families involved (Stone, 1990).
Sometimes, attempts were made to endow these separations - reached not through judicial involvement but by 
mutual agreement between the spouses - with some semblance of legitimacy by formalising a deed of repudiation or 
release before a notary. Numerous rulings were issued throughout this period by the synods of the various Spanish 
dioceses, in an attempt to tackle this problem. From the 1521 constitutions of Córdoba, issued prior to the Council of 
Trent and ordered to be printed by Bishop Alonso Manrique, it can be inferred that there was a certain degree of 
complicity on the part of some ecclesiastical judges and notaries as regards these practices. Such behaviour received 
an energetic response, and a series of prompt measures were decreed in an attempt to root it out: any judge who gave 
authority to such documents would be fined the sum of 20,000 maravedis, to be spent on charitable works, in addition 
to the penalties established by law, whilst the notaries responsible for the documents would be deprived of their posts. 
Furthermore, priests were directed to deny communion to those of their parishioners who had made use of such 
documents in order to remarry, and they would also be fined the sum of 10,000 maravedis (Manrique, 1521). Other 
Spanish dioceses adopted very similar policies to these, Toledo being a case in point. In the constitutions of 1583, the 
Archbishop of Toledo, Gaspar de Quiroga, went still further as regards repressive measures against offenders, stating 
that whoever remarried having previously separated in a fraudulent manner would be treated by the law as a bigamist 
(Quiroga, 1583). As the Bishop of Teruel, Fernando de Valdés, stated, the Church did not reject the possibility of 
separation, but only recognised the legitimacy and authority of its own courts to grant this (Valdés, 1628).
Nevertheless, it seems that although these repressive measures may have helped reduce the incidence of this type 
of behaviour in the long term, they by no means eradicated it. In sixteenth and seventeenth century Navarra, informal 
separations were a very common practice (Campo Guinea, 1998). In the archdiocese of Seville, the small number of 
divorces processed during the first half of the eighteenth century may well have be due to this deeply-rooted tradition 
(Ruiz Sastre and Macías Domínguez, 2012). In the late eighteenth century, there were over two hundred voluntarily 
terminated marriages in the neighbouring diocese of Granada, according to the information provided to the archbishop 
by priests.  Meanwhile, towards the end of the Ancien Régime in Catalonia, it was a relatively frequent occurrence for 
a formal separation through an ecclesiastical court to be preceded by an informal one (Costa, 2007).
Francisco Antonio Elizondo believed that since the measures taken by the ecclesiastical authorities were evidently 
insufficient to eliminate the problem, the secular authorities should take action. In his opinion, the best way to put a 
stop to voluntary divorces would be to enact a political law that incorporated ecclesiastical legislation and curbed such 
abuse through long sentences. To this end, he proposed two different sets of measures, one aimed at husbands and the 
other at wives. If it was the husband who voluntarily left the home, he would be commanded to lead a married life, 
and for the length of time that he did not do so, he would be required to provide his wife with food in accordance with 
her class and estate, and his right to administer this latter and her dowry would be ceded to her. If after three warnings 
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he persisted with his behaviour, and was able-bodied, he would be sent to serve in the Army or Navy for ten years. If 
he was not able-bodied, he would be committed to a poorhouse where he would work for the benefit of the State. If it 
was the woman who abandoned the home, her husband would be under no obligation to provide her with food and she 
would lose her right to administer her own possessions, which would pass into his hands, with the obligation to 
maintain them and pay her a modest allowance for food. Furthermore, she would also be immediately imprisoned in a 
monastery or convent, or if poor or scandalous, in a home for fallen women, in a poorhouse or in a house of penance
(Elizondo, 1789). Regardless of the viability of the project put forward by Elizondo, what remains clear is that even 
towards the end of the Ancien Régime there continued to be a clear complicity between the civil and ecclesiastical 
authorities as regards the defence of the indissolubility of marriage. Dissenting voices among the distinguished 
minority, such as that of Francisco Cabarrús who argued ardently in defence of widespread divorce, were few 
(Cabarrús, 1808).
There were several grounds for a separation, all deemed very serious. The first was adultery, which entitled the 
husband to a separation from his wife and even to demand punishment for the other man involved. In fact, this was a 
universal principle at the time, upheld both in common and royal law, that the husband had just grounds to accuse his 
wife if she had offended him with the crime of adultery. In this case, an attack on the husband's honour was added to 
her transgression of the sexual morals in force at the time (De las Heras Santos, 1991). This question was a recurring 
theme in the literature of the period, and not only in Spain (Petro, 2006). In Calderón de la Barca's play, "The physician 
of his honour", written around 1637, the male protagonist, Don Gutierre, does not hesitate to kill his wife in response 
to unproven rumours about an alleged love affair with Prince Henry. For Don Gutierre, the truth of the accusation was 
not important; mere hearsay was already calling his honour into question. It was therefore necessary to act with the 
utmost haste, and to use his wife's blood to cleanse his honour (Dopico Black, 2001). 
Adultery could lead to civil and criminal punishments. In the case of criminal law, given the potential severity of 
the outcome, it was necessary to present physical evidence, while under civil law, circumstantial evidence, suspicion 
and hearsay were sufficient. Under civil law, a woman could lose her dowry and possessions, and a husband his 
donation propter nuptias. However, only a judge could pass these sentences, and if the spouses subsequently 
reconciled, the marriage would return to its initial state. Meanwhile, punishments under criminal law were profoundly 
unequal between men and women, because only husbands - but not wives - had the right to sue for adultery. Thus, if 
a husband presented a case before a royal court and the court condemned his wife, it could deliver her together with 
the adulterer so that, if the husband so desired, he could execute them with his own hands. Furthermore, under royal 
law, it was permissible for the husband to kill them in the act if he surprised them in flagranti. However, this practice 
was beginning to disappear, possibly due to condemnation from the Church, which also tried to curb other cruel 
customs aimed at punishing adulterous women. For example, there was a popular custom in the diocese of León in the 
early sixteenth century which consisted of subjecting women suspected of adultery to a test whereby they had to pick 
up a hot iron in the presence of a priest. In the highly unlikely event of emerging unscathed, the woman would be 
considered innocent, but if not she was handed over to her husband for him to punish her as he saw fit. The 1526 
synodal constitutions of Bishop Pedro Manuel imposed heavy fines on those involved in this practice (Manuel, 1994).
As regards the husband himself killing his wife, most theologians entertained many reservations in this respect. In 
the first place, although royal law permitted it, common law did not unless the husband discovered his wife with a 
person of ill repute. Furthermore, although it might be considered lawful by the external world, it was not so clear that 
under the jurisdiction of the conscience, the husband would not be committing a sin. Although not unanimous, most 
authors agreed that by killing, husbands committed a sin, since the husband did not kill on public authority, in other 
words as an agent of justice after the court had passed judgement, but on his own particular authority (Ortiz, 1727; 
Machado, 1641).
Father Astete considered that the sin of adultery was more serious when perpetrated by a man than when committed 
by a woman, since the man was the head of the household and of his wife, and also because he believed that men were 
more ruled by reason than women. Thus, men should be in a position of greater strength to withstand passion. 
Nevertheless, in general agreement with the provisions of the seven-part code of Alfonso X, he supported the stricter 
punishments for adulterous women. In the first place, he reasoned that in committing this sin, women undermined the 
very purpose of marriage, which was procreation between the spouses. In the event that the wife became pregnant as 
the result of an adulterous relationship, the children thus engendered were not legitimate and her husband's estate 
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would pass into the hands of strangers. His second justification was that on many occasions this mortal sin was 
compounded by another, since in order to conceal their infamy and avoid the punishment of death, such women would 
even go so far as to kill the foetus they were carrying (Astete, 1603).
Although neither common nor royal law granted wives the same right as their husbands to initiate criminal 
proceedings for adultery, this was not the case for divorce petitions, where both spouses had equal rights before an 
ecclesiastical tribunal. On the other hand, the concept of an adulterous relationship was relatively broad, and 
encompassed both sodomy and bestiality (Lárraga, 1750).
Conflicts of authority arose between the ecclesiastical and civil jurisdictions as regards the temporal issues arising 
from the sentence, such as food, restitution of dowry, etc. Since these matters were linked to both jurisdictions, during 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries they both issued rulings, generating contention and disputes. However, within 
the framework of an intensification of the Crown's royalist policy, from the last third of the eighteenth century onwards 
these matters were established as the exclusive responsibility of secular judges (Novísima, 1805: Book II, Title I, Law 
XX).
Besides adultery, there were other grounds that could be pleaded before an ecclesiastical court to obtain temporary 
divorce. These included, for example, what was known as "spiritual fornication", namely the guilty party's fall into 
heresy or schism (Meek, 2000), or the criminal or shameful life led by one of the spouses that could lead to the other 
being used as an accomplice or abettor. Father Torrecilla described some of the circumstances that could lead to the 
sentence of a temporary divorce, for example, a woman whose husband was a thief who did not want to abstain from 
his thefts and even involved her in them. Meanwhile, a man would almost certainly be granted a divorce if it could be 
demonstrated that his wife had committed a serious crime such as killing her own children, stealing a considerable 
amount of her husband's goods or being a witch (Torrecilla, 1691). Torrecilla was not the only one to pronounce 
witchcraft as grounds for separation; there were other authors who shared this view "because most witches are wicked 
women" (Machado, 1641). Drunkenness, where it might put the spouse's life in danger, or implacable hatred between 
the spouses and their families, could also lead to a ruling of temporary separation by the ecclesiastical court. Other 
possible grounds for separation included the so-called vices of the body or mind of the husband or wife, meaning 
circumstances that did not allow cohabitation without obvious risk to the other spouse, such as leprosy, incurable 
syphilis or other contagious diseases.
3. Violence perpetrated by the husband as grounds for divorce
Lastly, behaviour that posed a serious threat to one of the spouses or excessive cruelty or abuse could also lead to 
a temporary divorce, even if this latter did not pose a serious danger to the victim, since it rendered married life 
impossible due to the constant insults, abuse or humiliation it entailed. The Ecuadorian cleric, Juan Machado de 
Chaves, stated that separation was permissible in the case of excessive rage or cruelty on the part of the husband that 
rendered it unsafe for his wife to live with him, and the fact that she may have provoked this extreme violence was no 
justification for such behaviour, even if she had committed adultery (Machado, 1641). Even the foremost moralists of 
the time agreed that not only was past cruelty grounds for divorce but also fear of future brutality. However, as the 
priest José Ortiz Cantero said, spouses could not go to court because of a mere quarrel that came to blows; it was 
necessary for there to be extreme violence (Ortiz, 1727). As Torrecilla explained:
"But giving her a few slaps, or blows with a stick, is not sufficient grounds for divorce (...), because the husband is 
obliged to rule his wife and may correct and punish her if necessary; but not cruelly and severely, in such a way as to 
exceed the manner appropriate to such a woman, according to her nobility or rusticity" (Torrecilla, 1691).
It should not be forgotten that violence, whether physical or verbal, was a legitimate measure that a man could 
employ to correct the behaviour of women, be they his wife, daughter, relative or servant, as many writers agreed 
(Flandrin, 1979). However, even this "mild" violence could also lead to a petition for divorce if the woman's husband 
applied it without just cause and on a daily basis. Meanwhile, in line with Torrecilla's argument, the Carmelite friar,
Valentín de la Madre de Dios, drew a clear distinction between the severity of the violence that could be employed 
with common and noble women.  According to him, slaps and cuffs could be considered a less grievous matter in the 
case of the former, whereas they would be serious if the victim was a noble woman (Madre de Dios, 1707). Elizondo 
also made this social distinction, alleging that in the case of a noble wife, infamous abuse should also be considered 
grounds for separation in addition to those mentioned above, such abuse being defined as brutal treatment in the home, 
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offensive remarks, daily and incessant contempt, denial of food or of a physician and medicine in the case of illness 
(Elizondo, 1789). These and other authors who addressed this issue considered that violence was an everyday 
occurrence among the common population, and that it was therefore easier to achieve a reconciliation between the 
spouses. However, when this type of litigation was pursued by distinguished people, it should be taken seriously as 
such suits would only be lodged where there were truly severe grounds.
Despite the unanimous condemnation on the part of all moralists of the time of excessive violence perpetrated by 
husbands, there is also abundant evidence of the existence of such behaviour. The Dominican friar Jaime Barón y Arín 
noted that for many women, marriage was a heavy burden "because many husbands behaved like beasts" (Barón, 
1732). Father Astete was more explicit in his account of the behaviour of such people, which he described as "low and 
unchristian":
"There is another vice, and not negligible in some husbands, who are so prone to fury and rage, so impatient and 
bad-tempered in their affairs, that when they return home from outside angry and miserable, because they have lost at 
cards or because they have suffered some irritation, or for any other reason, they vent all their fury on their wives (like 
barbarians and without reason) and they beat and slap them as if their wives were slaves, and do not desist until they 
have left the mark of their hands on their wives' faces, so that these cannot appear in front of other people without 
great shame" (Astete, 1603).
It is particularly interesting to analyse some of the aspects that we consider relevant in this text. First, as with many 
other writers of the time, this Jesuit noted that the treatment to which these husbands subjected their wives exceeded 
the accepted limits of violence, in that they treated their wives as slaves. Secondly, he drew particular attention to the 
husband's desire to leave the marks of his violence on his wife's face, as public evidence of his dominion over her.
When cohabitation thus became an "intolerable martyrdom", divorce was justifiable, although moralists and 
preachers also urged these wives to accept their suffering with resignation as a vehicle for saintliness. In this regard, 
Antonio Trujillo's story about María de Cabrera is extremely telling. Included in his chronicle of the Discalced 
Franciscan province of San Gabriel, Trujillo employed all the resources of Baroque religious expression to exalt the 
figure of this woman who, despite all the outrages she suffered, remained together with her husband until the bitter 
end. When Mary, a native of the village of Brozar in Extremadura, reached marriageable age, her parents gave her in 
marriage to a young man who soon afterwards began to abuse her, both in word and deed, with sadistic cruelty:
"In the fierce cold of winter, he would often strip her bare of all her clothes and tie her hands and feet; then, using 
a bullwhip, he would whip her entire body, leaving her almost dead. At other times, on very cold nights, he would 
lock her naked in a pen and leave her there all night to freeze and die; other times he dragged her by the hair all over
the house" (Trujillo: 1693).
The chronicler reported that the young woman had never given him any cause to inflict these severe punishments, 
for she was a very honest woman. But despite all this unjust cruelty, she never uttered the smallest complaint, suffering 
her torture with enormous patience. Aware of the situation, both those living nearby and his own parents tried to 
reprimand the young man, but when they saw that this had had no effect, they took her to her parents' house, pleading 
that there were grounds for divorce given what appeared to be a blatant case of excessively severe cruelty. However, 
despite everything, the young woman wished to return to live with her husband, openly showing him the love which 
she herself had certainly never received. Shortly afterwards she died, and when a memorial service was held a year 
later, a miracle attributed to San Francisco occurred: the father of the young woman had purchased some wine to fête 
the priests in attendance, but however much they tried to empty the jar in which it was held, it again appeared full. 
Leaving aside the story's credibility, with a more than evident allusion to the wedding at Cana, or the very existence 
of this María de Cabrera, the Franciscan's account is of great interest: there is no doubt that the image of this woman, 
who was able to endure her husband's continuous abuse until attaining a state of saintliness, was intended to serve as 
an example for other women who were experiencing the same situation. The alternative of resignation is presented in 
contraposition to divorce, of sacrifice as an instrument of saintliness, especially in case of having offspring.
Underlying this exhortation to resignation proffered by the Church and many jurists was a disbelief in the truth of 
the wife's allegations. Those attending the synod of the archdiocese of Zaragoza held in October 1697 considered that 
the ease with which married women could petition for divorce on the grounds of ill-treatment which did not exist, 
even to the extent of inflicting harm on themselves in order to accuse their husbands, to be an intolerable abuse. To 
prevent this, the vicar general and his officers were ordered to exercise extreme caution before granting such a ruling. 
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In the specific case of excessive cruelty, it was decreed that divorce should only be granted where there was "extreme 
ill-treatment", whilst in all other cases wives should be obliged to continue cohabiting with their husbands after these 
had been exhorted not to repeat their behaviour (Ibáñez, 1698). 
Given the existence of these obstacles, it is not surprising that only a relatively small number of such cases were 
tried in ecclesiastical courts. This small number by no means indicated that marital conflicts did not exist, but rather 
reflected the improbability that such lawsuits would be successful. Social and family pressure, the reluctance of the 
authorities to support such proceedings and the considerable economic costs entailed, including those generated by 
the hearing itself as well as any possible compensation that might result, all constituted major deterrents. These 
circumstances explain the existence of transgressive alternatives besides seeking the intervention of the courts. In the 
case of abused women, one solution was to run away from home, seeking refuge in their parents' house or that of a 
close relative, or disappear without a trace to go and live in another town. However, the husband could then accuse his 
wife before the ecclesiastical tribunal of abandoning the home, and the ecclesiastical authorities themselves could act 
independently by virtue of their powers to avoid behaviour which in their eyes was intolerable. Sometimes hhowever, 
the ecclesiastical judge might show some sympathy for the woman: in 1791, the superintendent of the arsenal at Ferrol, 
in the kingdom of Galicia, denounced his wife for having abandoned him and going to live at her brother's house. The 
military ecclesiastical deputy, after establishing a period of six days for her to explain her behaviour and suspecting 
that her flight had been motivated by the ill-treatment she had received at the hands of her husband, encouraged her to 
sue through the existing legal channels if she had any grounds for complaint about her husband's behavior (A.P.C. 
Archivo Parroquial Castrense de Ferrol, Pleitos castrenses, 1785).
As indicated by records from such disparate courts as those of Zamora, Córdoba, Cádiz and Barcelona, among 
others, domestic violence was the main cause of divorce in early modern Spain (Lorenzo Pinar, 1999; Casey, 1983; 
Pérez i Molina, 1988; Morgado García, 1994-1995; Rey Castelao & Rial García, 2009). Given the social and 
psychological values of the time, wives were obviously the main victims of this violence, and they therefore 
unquestionably accounted for the majority of the claimants, as borne out by data from Extremadura, Catalonia, Cádiz, 
Zamora and Navarra (Testón Núñez, 1985; García Cárcel, 1985; Morgado 1994-1995; Lorenzo Pinar, 1999; Campo 
Guinea, 1998).
This female predominance is understandable, considering that the inferior status of wives with respect to their 
husbands meant that it was the woman who would reap most benefit from this course of action. If the lawsuit was 
successful, the wife was freed from the physical risk entailed in marital cohabitation, which was in itself a considerable 
incentive, but in addition she was vindicated before society as an innocent victim. Furthermore, if the separated spouses 
had any estate, she could build a new, independent life, being entitled to the restitution of her dowry and marital 
property, besides being maintained by her husband. As mentioned earlier, it was this very independence that aroused 
the distrust of the civil and religious authorities, and this provoked a number of consequences. First, efforts were made 
to reconcile the couple and terminate the lawsuit before sentencing. The family and the parish clergy played a leading 
role in this pursuit of a better solution from the point of view of Catholic morality. Second, this distrust engendered a 
clear limitation imposed by the ecclesiastical authorities on their judges when hearing women's claims, whereby these 
were restricted exclusively to cases which, due to their truly outrageous nature, it was absolutely necessary to address. 
Lastly, additional evidence to that already mentioned can be observed in the judgements, which were generally more 
favourable to men (Lorenzo Pinar, 1999; Campo Guinea, 1998).
Although from the point of view of canon law there was no impediment to presenting a lawsuit apart from the 
husband's interference, the barriers mentioned above were often compounded by family, social or psychological 
pressures, and these frequently constituted insurmountable obstacles. For this reason, divorces were usually initiated 
by women who had only been married a relatively short length of time, before they became subject to the restrictions 
that the existence of offspring could entail. Throughout the seventeenth century, women with children accounted for 
only one in ten of the claimants in the divorce cases heard at the court of Zamora (Lorenzo Pinar, 1999).
With slight nuances, the women's allegations were generally of a very similar nature, and corresponded to the 
patterns observed in other European areas (Laperche-Fournel, 1992; Lottin, 1975; Philips, 1979; Villafuerte García et 
al., 2008). Wives complained of the physical violence that they were subjected to by their husbands and of the constant 
humiliations heaped upon them, often in the presence of neighbours, domestic staff or family members. There are 
abundant - and frequently chilling - testimonies from all over Spain. We will focus on the case of Galicia, since this is 
the one that we have studied in greatest depth, in order to provide a few examples. In 1774, Francisca de Cobas, a 
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resident in the town of Ferrol who had only been married for nine months to Francisco Echevarria, a worker at the 
arsenal, turned to the military deputy for help because of the multiple death threats made to her by her husband, which 
he also extended to her parents and grandparents who were living with them at home. The accused, who used to arrive 
home drunk at unearthly hours, did not deny the abuse but justified it on the grounds that his wife was having an affair 
with a surgeon. Two years later, Ángela García, a resident of the town of La Graña, offered a horrifying testimony. 
Aged thirty-three years old, this woman had been married at thirteen to a stonemason named Pedro Loureiro, and had 
suffered continuous abuse since that time. In fact, at the time of presenting her complaint, her husband was imprisoned 
in the public jail because of a beating he had given her. The beatings and injuries she received had caused her seven 
abortions to date, and he had also frequently broken her bones. In 1785, once again in the royal town of Ferrol, a 
woman married to a factory worker at the arsenal for 16 years also complained that her husband gave her "bad life". 
On more than one occasion, her arms had been broken as a result of his abuse, compounded by constant death threats 
from the aggressor whilst he was wielding a knife or even a gun. On the night of June 28 of that year, according to the 
testimonies of several neighbours, the man shouted at her that "after killing her he was going to drink her blood". In 
this case, the woman complained not only of his ill-treatment but also of infidelity, claiming that he spent all the wages 
he earnt in the shipyard on "worldly women". The use of such brutal threats, which were frequently carried out, was 
not restricted exclusively to the common classes. In a lawsuit heard in the town of Utrera (Andalucía) and brought by 
Doña María Josefa Calero y Tapia against her husband, a knight of the Order of Santiago named Don Fernando de 
Espinosa Zapata y Villanueva, a very similar episode was recounted. According to several witnesses, on the Feast of 
All Saints in 1715, Don Fernando tried to throw his wife down the stairs of their home whilst screaming that "I'm 
going to cover the walls of this room with your blood" (Vaca, s.a.).
In no few cases concerning soldiers in the kingdom of Galicia, the abuse was frequently compounded by infidelity 
- usually with prostitutes - and excessive alcohol consumption. In 1804, the wife of a gunner in the city of A Coruña 
accused him of having surrendered himself to "the abominable vice of drunkenness", in addition to frequenting 
depraved areas filled with unsavoury women. In fact, as a result of his misconduct, his wife had contracted venereal 
disease (APC, 1785). The existence of a close relationship between infidelity and abuse was also evident in the region 
around Huelva (Ruiz Sastre, M., 2011).
On the other side of the coin were the cases featuring women who questioned the patriarchal order within marriage, 
with the evidently subversive connotations that such behaviour engendered (Ortega, 1999: 280). Whilst true that such 
circumstances accounted for a much smaller percentage of cases compared with those of abuse perpetrated by men, 
they are nevertheless of great interest since they illustrate the different attitude taken by the authorities. In the case of 
Galicia, when a husband went to court he usually accused his wife of leading a "scandalous life", a term that did not 
necessarily allude to the existence of sexual infidelity, but often simply referred to behaviour that was not very docile. 
A lack of submission on the part of the wife to her husband's authority undermined his honour intolerably before the 
neighbourhood, and he would therefore seek legal means via the court to put a stop to this situation (Morgado García, 
1994-1995). In a divorce requested in 1777 by the famous physician of Irish origin, Timothy O'Scanlan, from his Irish 
wife Mary Lacy, the doctor accused his wife of repeatedly disobeying his commands. She left the house without 
advising him, she treated the domestic staff badly and participated in numerous squabbles with the neighbours. A very 
similar accusation was presented in 1799 by a lieutenant in the Zamora Regiment, which formed part of the garrison 
at Ferrol, "due to the continuing scandals" of his wife, manifested in continuous shouts and insults directed towards 
him. Sometimes, the husband was content to be granted a temporary divorce by the court, promising to ensure the 
maintenance of his spouse. During this time, the wife would be imprisoned in an institution, a convent or in a house 
of detention with the aim of reforming her behaviour and breaking her spirit so that she would return reconciled to life 
as a couple.
4. Final conclusions
In this paper, we have attempted to conduct a global analysis of the phenomenon of domestic violence against 
women in Spain in the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. To this end, we began by analysing the 
secondary role that - in the eyes of the moralists and jurists of the time - wives were expected to play in marriage. This 
submission was the result of a strengthening of the patriarchal order, a phenomenon which occurred not only in Spain 
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but also throughout Europe. The Tridentine reform, the strengthening of the modern state and the gradual 
intensification of the importance of the conjugal family all played a major role in this process. Accordingly, by virtue 
of human and divine laws, women fell under the authority and rule of their husbands, and were expected to obey their 
decisions without questioning. In contrast, husbands were obliged to love and respect their wives, but also to maintain 
constant control over them in order to protect their own honour. As a means to uphold this authority at all times, 
husbands were entitled to inflict violence on their wives, although always within the limits considered acceptable at 
the time.
Although the Council of Trent declared the sacramental union between a man and woman to be indissoluble, the 
truth was that on many occasions the marital project ended in failure. Given this reality, the Church had to offer 
solutions, at least in those cases which, due to their gravity from the Catholic moral perspective, urged the advisability 
of a separation between the spouses. Annulment of marriage was an infrequently employed measure and the alternative 
of partial divorce was preferred, since this granted temporary separation whilst maintaining the marriage bond. 
Nevertheless, the Church dragged its heels even in granting partial divorces, preferring instead to exert pressure on the 
couple to resume their life together.
Those worst affected by these restrictions were women, since they were helpless against the violent behaviour of 
their husbands. This is borne out by the statistics; most complainants in divorce proceedings were women, and in the 
vast majority of cases the grounds were ill-treatment. In these situations, the natural reluctance of the ecclesiastical 
judges to grant separations was compounded by their distrust of these lawsuits, since in the case of a favourable 
judgement they could lead to the undesirable situation - according to the social and psychological values of the time -
of female independence. There is no doubt, however, that most episodes of domestic violence remained hidden behind 
the doors of the marital home. The resignation to suffering as an instrument of saintliness that many clergy preached, 
together with family, economic and social pressures, in most cases restricted women's recourse to a legal solution.
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